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“Sixty Million and more,” is the inscription at the beginning of the novel Beloved, written by Toni Morrison.​[1]​ Morrison devoted Beloved to the roughly sixty million people who died during the slave trade and who never experienced slavery.​[2]​ These victims never experienced the long disturbing and psychologically painful period that Africans and generations thereafter had to endure. Although the book is dedicated to those who died in the Atlantic trade, however, its story serves to memorialize the institution of slavery itself as it existed in the United States. Morrison says that: 

	“there is a necessity for remembering the horror, but of course there’s a necessity for 	remembering it in a manner in which it can be digested, in a manner in which the memory is 	not destructive. The act of writing the book, in a way, is a way of confronting it and making it 	possible to remember.” ​[3]​

In other words, Morrison argues that overcoming the trauma of slavery entails remembering rather than forgetting. In contemporary American culture the institution of slavery has been largely forgotten. But Morrison tries to show that the past never ends.​[4]​ She wants “the readers to re-vision and understand African-American history through non-western eyes by re-telling history through the lives of former African slaves.”​[5]​

Beloved
Beloved takes place in 1873, in a house in Cincinnati, Ohio. Sethe, a former slave, and her daughter Denver are the only women living in the house, besides the ghost that haunts them.​[6]​ It has been many years since Sethe escaped from the farm ‘Sweet Home’ in Kentucky, where she had lived as a slave. While pregnant, Sethe had made plans to run away from the farm with her husband Halle, with the intention of fleeing across the Ohio River to Halle’s mother, Baby Suggs, in Cincinnati. Their three children were already living with Baby Suggs. However, on the day of the escape, Halle was nowhere to be found and Sethe was forced to flee alone. On her way to Ohio she delivered a baby girl, named Denver, but otherwise arrived safely at Baby Suggs’ house. For Sethe, living in freedom with her mother-in-law and her four children lasted only for a short period of time, as her master ruthlessly hunted her down in an attempt to reclaim his property. When he finally found her, Sethe attempted to kill her children to avoid enslavement for them, but she only managed to kill one daughter: the ghost that now haunts the house where Sethe and Denver live in 1873.​[7]​
	Little by little we learn about Sethe’s past through her conversations with Paul D., one of the other slaves from ‘Sweet Home’ who visits Sethe to reminisce about old times. It becomes clear that Sethe’s decision to kill her children rather than allow them to be slaves is influenced by the traumas she endured at Sweet Home, including rape at the hands of the overseer, called “Schoolteacher” by the slaves. It also becomes clear that Sethe and Denver are the only ones left in the house, because Baby Suggs has died and soon after Howard and Buglar, Sethe’s two sons, have long fled the house. Later on, it turns out that her boys vanished because they were afraid Sethe would kill one of her children again.​[8]​ Even though Sethe killed her daughter a long time ago, she is still troubled by her spirit. Eventually the ghost of her daughter comes back as a real person, a girl named Beloved, who comes to live with Sethe and Denver. When it becomes clear that Beloved is obsessed with Sethe and that she tries to destroy her because of what Sethe did to her, Denver and the people from their community rally to help Sethe purify the house by driving Beloved out of it, which works, giving resolution to the story.​[9]​

Margaret Garner
The book Beloved came about after Toni Morrison read about Margaret Garner’s story. “I wanted to understand about that period of slavery and about women loving things that are important to them.”​[10]​ The story took place in 1851, when Margaret Garner succeeded in escaping from the slave state Kentucky to the free state of Ohio, with her husband, mother-in-law and her children.​[11]​ However, they were eventually discovered as runaways, so she tried to kill her children, but only managed to kill one. Margaret Garner said: “I will not let those children live how I have lived.”​[12]​ She did not want her children to experience slavery, the way she had to endure it. She figured that death was better than living through slavery. The mother-in-law, who was there when Margaret Garner tried to kill her children, said: “I watched her and neither encouraged her nor discouraged her.”​[13]​ Morrison’s response to this was: 

	“A woman loved something other than herself so much. She had placed all of the value of her 	life in something outside herself. That the woman who killed her children loved her children 	so much; they were the best part of her and she would not see them sullied. She would not see 	them hurt. She would rather kill them, have them die.”​[14]​ 

Morrison thought that this book was going to be less appealing to people than all her other books, since it concerns things that “characters don’t want to remember, I don’t want to remember, black people don’t want to remember, white people don’t want to remember. It’s national amnesia.”​[15]​ But in writing Beloved, Morrison did try to make people remember slavery. She tried to do this by describing its horrors and legacy in detail. Morrison is very clear about every incident, especially the specific traumas that black women and mothers were forced to endure at the hands of slaveholders. 

Thesis statement








Loss was a common thing for women, and slaves in general, during slavery. According to slavery historian Peter Kolchin, coercive detachment of families was the most terrible intrusion in the lives of slaves.​[16]​ Detachment of families was common in the South. 

	“Good intentions alone proved insufficient to protect slaves against the dictates of economic 	interest, anger, or plain thoughtlessness; there were simply too many instances when it made 	sense or was necessary for masters with the best of intentions to separate their slaves. Most 	slave owners may have disliked the idea of separating their people – and some refused to do so 	under normal circumstances – but when push came to shove, few put their slaves’ happiness 	above their own self-interest.”​[17]​

Mostly through sale were slaves separated from each other.​[18]​ According to historian Michael Tadman, “in the upper South about one first marriage in three was broken by forced separation and close to half of all children were separated from at least one parent.”​[19]​
Sethe also encountered many losses in her life, mostly from family members: Baby Suggs, who was very sick and died, Sethe’s two sons, Howard and Buglar, because they ran away from home, Sethe’s husband Halle, her own mother and her babygirl Beloved. Though, Sethe’s loss is different from what Kolchin and Tadman are relating to. They are talking about sale and forced separation during slavery. What Sethe experiences is death and estrangement during freedom. This is also one of the main differences between slave narratives and the novel Beloved discussed in this chapter.
In this chapter, three different themes related to loss will be taken into account, namely: loss by death, loss by flight and loss by sale. 

Loss by death
Separation between parents and children is a theme that resonates in the novel Beloved. Sethe first experienced the death of her own mother. Her mother was hanged by her master when Sethe was still very young, so she never really experienced the love from her mother.​[20]​ This is the reason why the love for her own children was so “thick.”​[21]​ Since Sethe escaped from slavery she could love her children immensely, nobody owned them anymore. But then she finds out that her old master tries to make her return to slavery, so she kills her daughter. The death of her babygirl, is Sethe’s main loss. According to Sethe she had no choice, she killed her because she did not want to see her daughter taken back into slavery and lead a slave life like she had.​[22]​
Baby Suggs also encountered many losses. She lost all of her children, besides Halle. 
“Sad as it was that she did not know where her children were buried or what they looked like if alive.”​[23]​ Her children were taken away from her when they were still at a young age, so she could not really remember them anymore. 

“The last of her children, whom she barely glanced at when he was born because it wasn’t worth the trouble to try to learn features you would never see change into adulthood anyway. Seven times she had done that: held a little foot; would never saw become the male or female hands a mother would recognize anywhere. She didn’t know to this day what their permanent teeth looked like; or how they held their heads when they walked.”​[24]​

Professor Elizabeth Ann Beaulieu said that: “Enslaved women, when they were allowed to keep their children in close proximity, faced the problem of providing proper child care and forming maternal bonds with them because the system made no suitable provision for either.”​[25]​ So due to the institution of slavery, Baby Suggs did not want to make an effort in looking at her babies’ characteristics. 
	
Loss by flight
Loss due to estrangement and flight is another theme that Morrison alludes to in Beloved. For example, Sethe’s children Howard and Buglar ran away from home, and she never saw them again after that. This loss was not due to forced separation, but because of free will. Sethe thought it was probably because of the baby ghost in the house,​[26]​ but Denver knew it had something to do with her mother being a murderer.​[27]​ Denver had no siblings anymore, except for her baby sister, who was a ghost. But then also she was gone. Denver had been furious and deeply agitated with Paul D when he scared away the baby ghost. The baby ghost was the only thing that kept Denver company, besides her mother, and now it was gone. “Now her mother was upstairs with the man who had gotten rid of the only other company she had.”​[28]​ However, the baby ghost came back, this time transformed into a real human being, a girl named Beloved. Denver got obsessed with this girl, whom she knew was her sister.
 
	“To go back to the original hunger was impossible. Luckily for Denver, looking was food 	enough to last. But to be looked at in turn was beyond appetite; it was breaking 	through her 	own skin to a place where hunger hadn’t been discovered. It didn’t have to happen often 	because Beloved seldom looked right at her, or when she did, Denver could tell that her own 	face was just the place those eyes stopped while the mind behind it walked on. But sometimes 	at moments Denver could neither anticipate nor 	create – Beloved rested cheek on knuckles and 	looked at Denver with 	attention.”​[29]​

Furthermore, Sethe also lost her husband. She lost him while they were at Sweet Home. She thought he was dead, that he was caught while trying to escape with her. “He wasn’t there. He wasn’t where he said he would be.”​[30]​ So Sethe escaped alone to the free North. What Sethe did not know, and later found out through Paul D., was that Halle was so affected by the rape of his wife. He could not handle it.
	The loss of a partner is a prevalent theme in female slave literature, such as in Harriet Jacobs’ account of her life in bondage. Harriet Jacobs, who wrote Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, also lost the man she loved. He was not her partner, for her master did not allow her to marry the free negro man, but they wanted to.​[31]​ Jacobs made the decision to let her lover go, since she, and their children would be forever owned by her master, which would cause misery to him.​[32]​ So Jacobs put her own dreams aside to save the one she loved. 
At the end of the novel Beloved, Sethe encounters yet again the loss of her daughter 
Beloved. The girl only had eyes for Sethe. She needed the attention of Sethe, because she felt lonely and abandoned. However, when Denver found out that Beloved sucked the life out of her mother, she looked for help to get rid of her. And it worked, the whole community came to assist her in getting Beloved to move out of the house. This loss was for the first time good for both Sethe and Denver. They both dealt with their problems. Beloved stood for the problem of slavery and all the negative consequences that came along with it. Mostly Sethe remembered how slavery was for her with the appearance of the girl, and by getting rid of Beloved, she was getting rid of the problem. In other words: Sethe would never forget what happened in the past, and she would remember it forever, however she was on the path of overcoming the trauma of slavery.

Loss by sale
A prevalent theme in female slave narratives, is the loss of a dear one by sale or forced detachment. An example of this can be seen in Elizabeth Keckley’s slave narrative Behind the Scenes; or, Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White House. Keckley writes about the sale of a boy, which she can recall clearly.​[33]​

	“[The mother] pleaded piteously that her boy should not be taken from her; but master quieted 	her by telling her that he was simply going to town with the wagon, and would be back in the 	morning. Morning came, but little Joe did not return to his mother. Morning after morning 	passed, and the mother went down to the grave without ever seeing her child again. One day 	she was whipped for grieving for her lost boy. Colonel Burwell never liked to see one of his 	slaves wear a sorrowful face, and those who offended in this particular way were always 	punished.”​[34]​

	Another example of loss by forced separation is in Uncle Tom’s Cabin,Volume 2. This  novel, written by the abolitionist Harriet Beecher Stowe, is fiction, compared to Keckley’s non-fiction slave narrative. However, Stowe’s novel is based on the history of slavery, and fact is that in history books, just like slave narratives, the main theme is based on loss by sale. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, there is a story about Cassy, a slave woman who also lost her children. Cassy, who was not only in love with Henry, a white man, she also had two children with him. However, when Henry needed money, he exchanged Cassy and their children for money.​[35]​ Cassy’s cruel new master told her that her children were being purchased by someone else and “[…] whether I ever saw their faces again, depended on him; and that, if I wasn’t quiet, they should smart for it. Well, you can do anything with a woman, when you’ve got her children. He made me submit; he made me be peaceable […].”​[36]​






Slave women were easily harmed by their nearby interaction with their master. They were unprotected to the physical and sexual abuse.​[37]​ Especially on large properties, intercourse between white men and black women was a customary procedure. The overseers, masters and sons made good use of black women for nonchalant, impassive sex, something they could not get from white women.​[38]​ 
	In this chapter, two themes related to female bodies are being discussed: sexual abuse of women slaves, and women bodies that are being used as commodities.

3.1 Sexual Abuse
Before Sethe fled to the free state of Ohio, she lived on a plantation in Kentucky, with her husband Halle and some other men. Their owner, Mr. Garner, was pretty ‘good’ to them. For instance, Mr. Garner let Halle buy his mother out of slavery, after he worked for some years on his only free day: his sundays.​[39]​ However, after Mr. Garner died, a family member of Mrs. Garner took over the plantation. His name was Schoolteacher, and operated the plantation and the slaves differently from Mr. Garner. It became a very unendurable situation for the slaves. They felt dehumanized by him, so Sethe and Halle made plans to fled the plantation in order to be free. Before their escape, Halle and Sethe were secretly to meet at the barn, however, the nephews of Schoolteacher followed Sethe and sexually abused her. They stole the milk of the pregnant Sethe, and whipped her on the back.​[40]​ This is how Sethe described it:

	 “[…] they held me down and took it. Milk that belonged to my baby. Nan had to nurse 	whitebabies and me too because Ma’am was in the rice. The little whitebabies got it first 	and I got what was left. Or none. There was no nursing milk to call my own. I know what it 	was like to be without milk that belongs to you […].”​[41]​

The stealing of Sethe’s milk and the abuse that came along with it, was a very traumatic event for Sethe, especially since her own mother was not able to breastfed her. Because of this, Sethe felt very fortunate that she could breastfed her own children, but then they took her milk away.​[42]​ Sethe was not the only one in Beloved who endured sexual abuse. Ella, who helped Sethe when she crossed the Ohio River, during her escape, lived “in a house where she was shared by father and son, whom she called ‘the lowest yet’ who gave her disgust for sex and against whom she measured all atrocities.”​[43]​
	Sethe’s mother was also sexually abused, however this was on a ship during the Middle Passage. She was raped by the personnel on the ship just for their own pleasure, and by the merchants, who figured they could benefit again from the children she would bore. However, she “threw them all away.. The one from the crew she threw away on the island. The others from more whites she also threw away. Without names, she threw them.”​[44]​
	The theme of sexual abuse resonates in female slave literature, as slave women were often viewed and treated as sexual objects by white masters and their family members. In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (from now on stated as Incidents), Harriet Jacobs also endured sexual abuse from her white master, Dr. Flint. According to American social historian, Jacqueline Jones, “sexual maturity marked a crucial turning point in most young slave women’s lives.”​[45]​ This moment occurred to Jacobs when she was fifteen years old. 

	“My master began to whisper foul words in my ear. Young as I was, I could not 	remain ignorant of their import. I tried to treat them with indifference of contempt. The 	master’s age, my extreme youth, and the fear that his conduct would be 	reported to my 	grandmother, made him bear this treatment for many months. He tried his utmost to corrupt ``	the pure principles my grandmother had instilled. He peopled my young mind with unclean 	images, such as only a vile monster could think of. I turned away from him with disgust and 	hatred. But he was my master.”​[46]​

	Thus, abuse of women slaves was not uncommon. Only a small number of parents could keep their daughters from being sexually abused by white men.​[47]​ The female slaves usually got a small ornament for offering themselves to the white men, and if they were not willing to present themselves, they were whipped.​[48]​ 
	Though, not only white men abused their female slaves, there are also accounts of white mistresses who abused black women, especially female slaves who worked in the household experienced violence. These slaves were unprotected to the mistresses after a ‘bad’ day, and since they were the closest of the slaves to the master’s family, they were an easy target.​[49]​ It mostly had to do with jealousy of the mistresses. When former slave Moses Roper was born, for example, “his mistress tried to kill him when she discovered that her husband was Roper’s father. To prevent this, the man sold Roper and his mother.”​[50]​ An example of how both the master and mistress let a slave woman suffer is in the autobiography of Julia A. J. Foot. Foot has never been a slave, however she remembers how it was for her parents:​[51]​

	“[My mother] had one very cruel master and mistress. This man, whom she was 	obliged to call master, tied her up and whipped her because she refused to submit 	herself to him, and reported his conduct to her mistress. After the whipping, he himself 	washed her quivering back with strong salt water. At the expiration of a week she was sent 	to change her clothing which stuck fast to her back. Her mistress, seeing that she could not 	remove it, took hold of the rough tow-linen under-garment and pulled it off over her head with 	a jerk, which took the skin with it, leaving her back all raw and 	sore.”​[52]​

3.2 Bodies as Commodities
Sexual abuse of black women did not only occur while they were in bondage. In Sethe’s case, it also happened to her while she was a ‘free’ black woman. When Sethe came out of jail for killing her daughter, she wanted an engraving on her daughter’s grave. Yet, she could not afford it, so the engraver proposed: “you got ten minutes I’ll do it for free.” Sethe agreed with this deal, so she used her body as an article of commerce.​[53]​
	Of course, sexual abuse of black women goes hand in hand with their bodies being a commodity. In Sethe’s case, she really used her body as a trading good while living in freedom, however it mostly took place while living under slavery, since they were the property of their masters. Thus, being in possession by someone else, female slaves did not have anything to say about their bodies. Their bodies became commodities. In Incidents, Jacobs explains how this felt for her: 

	“He told me I was his property; that I must be subject to his will in all things. My soul 	revolted against the mean tyranny. But where could I turn for protection? No matter 	whether the slave girl be as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress. In either case, there 	is no shadow of law to protect her from insult, from violence, or even from death; all these are 	inflicted by fiends who bear the shape of men. The mistress, who ought to protect the helpless 	victim, has no other feelings towards her but those of jealousy and rage. The degradation, the 	wrongs, the vices, that grow out of slavery, are more than I can describe.”​[54]​

	Not only did the bodies of slaves became commodities, everything about them was owned by their masters. An ex-slave, Mrs. Joseph Wilkinson said: 

	“I considered my clothes and the little things I had when in slavery my own but I didn’t 	see it 	as I do now. I see now that everything I considered my own didn’t belong to me, but could be 	taken from me at any time. I didn’t set the same story by my little things that I do now, for I 	didn’t see things then as I do now.”​[55]​
	
	The brand on Sethe’s mother is another example of how slaves were seen as commodities. With this brand she is distinguished by her master. 

	“Back there she opened up her dress front and lifter her breast and pointed under it. Right 	on her rib was a circle and across burnt right in the skin. She said, ‘This is your 	ma’am. This,’ 	and she pointed. ‘I am the only one got this mark now. The rest dead. If 	something happens to 	me and you can’t tell me by my face, you can know me by this 	mark.’”​[56]​ 

Sethe, still very young, asked if she could have that brand on her too. After this, she got smacked in the face by her mother, just because her mother knew what that mark stood for: being the property of someone else.​[57]​ 







The most frightening thing for slave parents was, once they did have children, the detachment of their family. According to historian Brenda Stevenson, slave masters tried to avoid the separation of families, however when things got a little pressed many slave owners first thought about their personal advantages before they thought about the prosperity of their slaves.​[58]​ Baby Suggs experienced an encounter similar to this. She “coupled with a straw boss for four months in exchange for keeping her third child, a boy, with her – only to have him traded for lumber in the spring of the next year and to find herself pregnant by the man who promised not to and did.”​[59]​ 
	Motherhood was something dangerous for slaves. It was “understood to be an obstruction to escape and no protection against sexual abuse.”​[60]​ This is why many slave women chose infanticide, abortion or ran away.​[61]​
	In this chapter, the practical aspects of motherhood and the sacrifices slave women had to endure are being mentioned.

4.1 Practical Aspects
Once women slaves got pregnant, they certainly could not stop working. While their children were still babies they either breast-fed them themselves while working, or they relied on support from other slave women, such as the aged women on the plantations.​[62]​
	That Sethe was traumatized by the milk-stealing incident was not very strange. As mentioned before, she felt very privileged to breast-fed her own children, since many female slaves could not. It was customary that one female slave breast-fed all the children; blacks and whites. In Beloved this job belonged to Nan. Nan took care of all the children, including the young Sethe.​[63]​ In the book The Freedom to Remember, Deborah Gray White wrote an analysis that maternity was very important for women in Africa. Their main task was to support their families. They were the heart and the basis of the family, however these women had rights and these were being secured. So, compared to African American women slaves, the lives of African women were very much different from them.​[64]​ Due to lack of security and rights, slaves had no authority over themselves, and neither over their children. As Baby Suggs said: “the nastiness of life was the shock she received upon learning that nobody stopped playing checkers just because the pieces included her children.”​[65]​ This is why many female slaves did not want to get close to their children, so that when they were separated or died it might not hurt as much. But it mostly did anyways. They still wanted the best for their children, even though they did not know beforehand what the fate of their child would be. According to Morrison, women slaves 

	“are people who hardly dare love their children because they may be sold tomorrow; who 	will not love, or reluctantly party love, children fathered by white masters; who 	do not know, 	as human beings need to know, who are their ancestors, where they come from. They are 	people who own nothing, and are themselves owned.”​[66]​ 

An example of the statement that slave mothers still wanted the best for their children can be seen in Incidents. 

	“I loved to watch his infant slumbers; but always there was a dark cloud over my 	enjoyment. I could never forget that he was a slave. Sometimes I wished that he might die in 	infancy. God tried me. My darling became very ill. The bright eyes grew dull, and the little 	feet and hands were so icy cold that I thought death had already touched them. I had prayed 	for his death, but never so earnestly as I now prayed for his life; and my prayer was heard. 	Alas, what mockery it is for a slave mother to try to pray back her dying child to life! Death is 	better than slavery. It was a sad thought that I had no name to give my child. His father 	caressed him and treated him kindly, whenever he had a chance to see him. He was not 	unwilling that he should bear his name; but he had no legal claim to it; and if I had bestowed it 	upon him, my master would have regarded it as a new crime, a new piece of insolence, and 	would, perhaps, revenge it on the boy. O, the serpent of Slavery has many and poisonous 	fangs!”​[67]​

Jacobs knew that her child had no future, however she was still hurt by this fact.

4.2 Sacrifice 
Many slave mothers tried to sacrifice their lives for their kids, even though they knew it was probably ineffective. There are accounts of women who did anything for their children, such as Jacobs in Incidents. Jacobs hides for several years, in order for her children to become free. Though, the ultimate sacrifice a women can make for her child is to free them from bondage. In Beloved, Sethe killed her baby girl out of love. But to what extent can this be justified? According to Toni Morrison it is accepted under the circumstances, however it is extreme.​[68]​ “It’s an excess of maternal feeling, a total surrender to that commitment, and, you know, such excesses are not good. She has stepped across the line, so to speak.”​[69]​
	When Sethe fled to the North to live with Baby Suggs and her children, she thought she was finally free from bondage, however then Schoolteacher appeared at their house. With Schoolteacher’s appearance, Sethe felt endangered and cornered. She knew that the only way to combat him was to kill her children, to “put her babies where they’d be safe,”​[70]​ because she was not willing to give up her freedom and the freedom of her children, to a life in bondage. She could not allow “that anybody white could take your whole self for anything that came to mind. Not just work, kill, or maim you, but dirty you. Dirty you so bad you couldn’t like yourself anymore.”​[71]​ So, Sethe killed her baby daughter with a handsaw and tried to harm the other ones too, but they were grabbed by their neighbor, Stamp Paid.​[72]​
	The ultimate sacrifice Sethe made was not uncommon for slave women. Sethe’s killing of her baby happened while she was free, but in Beloved there are other examples of mothers ‘killing’ their children, however this occurred during slavery. One example is Ella, the women in the novel who contributed to the Underground Railroad in cooperation with Stamp Paid. She became pregnant after being sexually assaulted. When her child was born she did not want to look after him, so the consequence was that the baby died. ​[73]​Also, Sethe’s mother left all her children behind who were conceived by whites after being sexually abused, except for Sethe, since she was contrived by a black man.​[74]​ Such accounts can also be seen in other fictions, such as in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Cassy, the slave women who is mentioned in an earlier chapter about the loss of her children, became pregnant again, however this time she killed her baby.  

	 “Captain Stuart was very kind to me; he had a splendid plantation and took me to it. In the 	course of a year, I had a son born. O, that child! – how I loved it! How just like 	my poor 	Henry the little thing looked! But I had made up my mind, - yes, I had. I would never again let 	a child live to grow up! I took the little fellow in my arms, when he was two weeks old, and 	kissed him, and cried over him; and then I gave him laudanum, and held him close to my 	bosom, while he slept to death. How I mourned 	and cried over it! And who ever dreamed that 	it was anything but a mistake, that had 	made me give it the laudanum? but it’s one of the few 	thing that I’m glad of, now. I am not sorry, to this day; he, at least, is out of pain. What better 	than death could I give him, poor child!”​[75]​

That infanticide was a ‘common’ thing for slave women while living in bondage, can be supported by Charlotte Brooks’ slave narrative The House of Bondage. The only difference between The House of Bondage and Beloved is that Sethe killed her child while being free, however both committed infanticide to not let their children experience slavery. Aunt Charlotte also thought that death was better for her children than living in bondage. 

	“They died for want of attention. I used to leave them alone half of the time. Sometimes old 	mistress would have someone to mind them till they got so they could walk, but after that they 	would have to paddle for themselves. I was glad the Lord took them, for I knowed they were 	better off with my blessed Jesus than with me.”​[76]​

	It is certainly outrageous that one can kill her child, however the greatest cruelty in the novel Beloved is the institution of slavery. Sethe did not want her child to experience slavery the way she experienced it, so she thought this was the best option. According to Stamp Paid Sethe was not crazy. “She loves those children. She was trying to out-hurt the hurter.”​[77]​ However, Paul D believed that you should limit your love if you are a slave.​[78]​

	“Listening to the doves in Alfred, Georgia, and having neither the right nor the 	permission to enjoy it because in that place mist, doves, sunlight, copper dirt, moon – 	everything belonged to the men who had the guns. Little men, some of them, big men 	too, each one of whom he could snap like a twig if he wanted to… And these  ‘men’	who made even vixen laugh could, if you let them, stop you from hearing doves or 	loving moonlight. So you protected yourself and loved small. Picked the tiniest stars 	out of the sky to own.. Grass blades, salamanders, spiders, woodpeckers, beetles, a 	kingdom of ants. Anything bigger wouldn’t do. A woman, a child, a brother – a big 	love like that would split you right open in Alfred, Georgia.”​[79]​

According to Paul D, Sethe’s “love was too thick.”​[80]​ He thought,

	“For a used-to-be-slave woman to love anything that much was dangerous, especially if it 	was her children she had settled on to love. The best thing, he knew, was to love just a little 	bit; everything, just a little bit, so when they broke its back, or shoved it in a croaker sack, 	well, maybe you’d have a little love left over for the next one.”​[81]​

According to Sethe “Love is or it ain’t. Thin love ain’t love at all,”​[82]​ and according to Morrison, “we have to try. Not trying is so poor for the self. It’s so poor for the mind, it’s so uninteresting to live without love.”​[83]​ So, Sethe legitimized her act by saying that bondage itself would have been more severe than death.

	“Beloved, she my daughter. She mine. See. She come back to me of her own free will and I 	don’t have to explain a thing. I didn’t have time to explain before because it had to be done 	quick. Quick. She had to be safe and I put her where she would be. […] I’ll explain her, even 	though I don’t have to. Why I did it. How if I hadn’t killed her she would have died and that is 	something I could not bear to happen to her. When I explain it she’ll understand, because she 	understand everything already.”​[84]​ 

	Sethe is emotionally and physically hurt by her killing her baby. She is afraid to nurture another child. Sethe replies to Paul D’s question of wanting a baby from her: “needing to be good enough, alert enough, strong enough, that  caring – again. Having to stay alive just that much longer. O Lord, she thought, deliver me. Unless carefree, motherlove was a killer.”​[85]​ 





Loss of family members, sexual abuse and motherhood are very much related to flight. Being in possession by someone else, being subjected to rape and abuse, bearing children but having no authority over them, and then having the risk that families are being separated from each other, makes it hard for women slaves to want to stay in bondage. All these threats and insecurities made them want to escape bondage. In Incidents, Jacobs said that: 

	“I could have made my escape alone; but it was more for my helpless children than for 	myself that I longed for freedom. Though the boon would have been precious to me, above 	all price, I would not have taken it at the expense of leaving them in slavery.​[86]​ 

According to Kolchin, fleeing was mostly independently done, because it was risky and more noticeably if you fled in groups.​[87]​
	In this chapter, the obstacles of fleeing will be analyzed in the slave narrative Incidents and in the novel Beloved, supported by Stephanie Camp’s book Closer to Freedom, about enslaved women and resistance. Incidents and Beloved are not directly being compared, but mostly used as examples to underpin the statements of Stephanie Camp.  

5.1 Obstacles 
The decisions slave women had to make to protect their children, were extremely hard. It was not easy for slave women to escape while having children or being pregnant. It made it more complicated to stay put and not to be noticed by others. That is why Sethe in Beloved had sent her children ahead of her to the North. In the book Closer to Freedom, Professor Stephanie Camp makes it clear that usually the men were the ones escaping, while the women mostly ‘left’ for a short period.​[88]​ Not many women fled to the North, since “nobody respects a mother who forsakes her children.”​[89]​ Female slaves felt that they had responsibilities over their children. Even though they could not own them, they still felt horrible leaving them behind. According to Camp “duty, affection, and conceptions of black womanhood tightened and complicated women’s attachments to the South.”​[90]​ An example of this is found in Incidents. Jacobs hides out for seven years. She did not escape, but sought refuge near her children. 
	Often, masters did their best to make up stories about fleeing. In Incidents Jacobs explains how masters did this: 

	“When they visit the north, and return home, they tell their slaves of the runaways they 	have 	seen, and describe them to be in the most deplorable condition. A slaveholder once told me 	that he has seen a runaway friend of mine in New York, and that she besought him to take her 	back to her master for she was literally dying of starvation; that many days she had only one 	cold potato to eat, and at other times could not get nothing at all. He said he refused to take 	her, because he knew her master would not thank him for bringing such a miserable wretch to 	his house.”​[91]​

With these lies, masters hoped that slaves would think that they were better off with them in bondage, where they had food and shelter, instead of somewhere ‘free’ in the North with nothing familiar around them.
There were however women who escaped to the North, with or without children, but these numbers were small compared to slave men.​[92]​ While fleeing, you were exposed to many risks, such as getting lost and being without food. However, slaves in bondage also suffered a lot, so many slaves were willing to risk the dangers of escaping.​[93]​ Even though some slaves made it to the North, they were not save yet. In 1850, the Fugitive Slave Act came into existence. Inhabitants were forced by this law to assist in sending back escaped slaves. It was a crime if you resisted to aid in this process, and there were serious punishments for this.​[94]​ So, with this Act, the possibility of being caught and sent back home, where slaves would endure severe chastise, was becoming greater. Sethe came into contact with this Act. Sethe was one of the women slaves who nevertheless fled to the North. After she accomplished to make it safe to her mother-in-law’s house, Sethe felt relieved. She was finally free from bondage. She was proud of herself that she made it and experienced great pleasure in being a mom for her children.​[95]​ Sethe explained to Paul D, 

	“I did it. I got us all out. Without Halle too. Up till then it was the only thing I ever did on my 	own. Decided. And it came off right, like it was supposed to. We was here. Each and every 	one of my babies and me too. I birthed them and I got em out and it wasn’t no accident. I did 	that. I had help, of course, lots of that, but still it was me doing 	it; me saying, Go on, and 	Now. Me having to look out. Me using my own head. But it was more than that. It was kind of 	selfishness I never knew nothing about 	before. It felt good. Good and right. I was big, Paul D, 	and deep and wide and 	when I stretched out my arms all my children could get in between. I 	was that  wide. Look like I loved em more after I got here. Or maybe I couldn’t love em 	proper in Kentucky because they wasn’t mine to love. But when I got here, when I jumped 	down off that wagon – 	there wasn’t nobody in the world I couldn’t love if I wanted to.”​[96]​

But she was eventually found by her master, as mentioned in chapter four. Luckily, after being in jail for a short time, she was sent home. 
Most slave escapes evolved around big struggles. It was hard for them to eventually
get what they wanted, if they made it in the process of flight. In Incidents, Jacobs escape was far from easy. She not only brought herself in danger, her family members were involved in her escape as well: her brother, her aunt and her children were sent to jail by her master, Dr. Flint. Her master hoped that they would tell him where Jacobs was hiding.​[97]​ But the only thing Jacobs could think of was: “Give me liberty or give me death.”​[98]​ She thought that as long as she would remain at Dr. Flint’s house, her children would never become free, so hiding was the best option. At first Jacobs hid in her friend’s house, but she eventually ended up in her “loophole of retreat,”​[99]​ which was a very tiny storage room with hardly any light or air where she hid for seven years.​[100]​ Finally, she was assisted in fleeing to the Free States in the North, where she was reunited with her children.  






While comparing the novel Beloved, with several slave narratives, it becomes clear that Toni Morrison does a good job with making people “understand  African-American history.”​[101]​ Of course, Morrison’s book is based on a true story, Margaret Garner’s story, though Beloved is still fiction. Nevertheless, it can be seen as a good reference for what happened during the period of slavery in the United States and thereafter. 
	The themes used in this essay such as, loss, female bodies, motherhood and flight, are reoccurring themes in many female slave narratives. One can say that all these themes are related to one another. Of course there are exceptions, however, many female slaves have encountered whippings or other sorts of abuse, such as sexual abuse. Also, at one point in their lives female slaves became mothers, wanted or unwanted. Furthermore, these female slaves are confronted with many other hardships, such as the loss of family members through death, or through the master’s decision of selling them. Loss by selling or forced separation is a theme which is not alluded to in Beloved, even though this is a reoccurring theme in the history of slavery and in slave narratives. To make an end to the difficult lives of women slaves, some tried to escape, alone or with children. 
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